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8Overview of the Symposium
Azu Kubota
This volume presents enlarged and edited versions of the papers delivered 
at the International Symposium “Modern Women Artists in Finland and 
Japan,” which was held on June 21, 2019 in the Auditorium of The National 
Museum of Western Art, Tokyo (NMWA). I hereby express my heartfelt 
gratitude to all of the speakers who contributed papers for the symposium.
1. Symposium Goals
The exhibition Modern Woman: Finnish Women Artists from the Collection 
of the Ateneum, Finnish National Gallery was held at the NMWA from June 
18 – September 23, 2019, in commemoration of the 100th anniversary of 
diplomatic relations between Japan and Finland. This exhibition was the 
first attempt in Japan to focus on the groundbreaking women in Finnish 
modern art and introduced works by seven women artists, including 
Helene Schjerfbeck (1862-1946), from the collection of the Ateneum Art 
Museum / Finnish National Gallery. This symposium held in conjunction 
with the exhibition invited the curators from the Ateneum, along with 
Japanese and Finnish scholars involved in the study of modern women 
artists, to present papers and discuss and compare the activities and status 
of modern women artists in both countries. 
2. Event Details
Date: June 21, 2019, 14:00-18:00
Place: Auditorium, The National Museum of Western Art, B2 floor
Organized by: The National Museum of Western Art
Supported by the grant-in-aid of: Nomura Foundation, Yoshino Gypsum 
Art Foundation
With the cooperation of: Embassy of Finland, Tokyo, The Finnish Institute 
in Japan, The Japan-Finland Society, The Japan Art History Society
Special thanks to: Ateneum Art Museum / Finnish National Gallery
3. Program
14:00 – 14:10
Opening Remarks and Explanation of Aims: 
Hiroya Murakami (Deputy Director and Chief Curator, The National Museum of 
Western Art), Azu Kubota (Associate Curator, The National Museum of Western Art) 
14:10 – 14:50
[Paper 1] Anu Utriainen (Senior Researcher and Keeper of Prints and Drawings, 
Collections, Ateneum Art Museum /Finnish National Gallery)
Women in the Finnish Art Scene at the Turn of the 20 th Century: Education, 
Status and Career Opportunities
14:50 – 15:00 * Break
15:00 – 15:40
[Paper 2] Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff (Chief Curator, Research and Exhibitions, 
Ateneum Art Museum / Finnish National Gallery)
Through My Travels I Found Myself: Helene Schjerfbeck with Maria Wiik and 
Ellen Thesleff
15:40 – 16:20
[Paper 3] Anna-Maria Wiljanen (Director, The Finnish Institute in Japan)
9The Energetic Women Artists at the Finnish Artists’ Colonies: Focusing on 
Art and Well-being
16:20 – 17:00
[Paper 4] Kaoru Kojima (Professor, Jissen Women’s University)
Japanese Women Painters in the Modern Era – Education, Exhibitions and 
the Art Market
17:00 – 17:10 * Break
17:10 – 18:00
Discussion + Q&A: 
Anu Utriainen, Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff, Anna-Maria Wiljanen, Kaoru 
Kojima, Azu Kubota, Hiroya Murakami (Moderator)
4. Audience Size
65 (free of charge)
5. Event Summary
The symposium consisted of papers presented by four participants. Anu 
Utriainen discussed the art education and career formation of Finnish 
women from the 1880s to the 1940s, while also summarizing the Finnish 
political situation at the time, women’s social status, and language issues. 
She emphasized that Finnish women were able to access public art 
education from very early on, and this point must be connected to the 
opportunities for women to be active within the arts.
 Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff discussed how women artists who had 
trained in their own country then traveled abroad as a key element in their 
establishment of independent careers. She mainly focused on the life of 
Helene Schjerfbeck in this regard. Finnish women artists were encouraged 
to pursue overseas studies and travel, and there encountered the great 
masters of the past and the new art trends of the day. Through their 
interactions with fellow artists from international backgrounds they were 
able to greatly mature as individuals and professional artists.
 Anna-Maria Wiljanen focused on the activities and network of women 
artists who gathered in two Finnish artists’ colonies, Önningeby in the 
Åland Islands and Tuusula at the end of 19th century. She introduced 
the lifestyles of these women who valued and found well-being in the 
relationship between art, nature and family connections.
 And finally, Kaoru Kojima continued on from the information provided 
by the three Finnish presenters, introduced a variety of Japanese modern 
women painters and spoke overall about the environment in which these 
women were positioned. Regardless of the fact that the earliest institution 
for art in Japan, the Kôbu Art School, accepted women students, the Meiji 
government then established an educational system which caused the gap 
between women’s and men’s art education. As a result, the modernization 
of the Japanese nation created the male-superior structure that is the 
basis for today’s Japanese art world, and she indicated the difficulties 
experienced by women artists in their quest for independence. 
 Through these papers and the exchange of views in the symposium 
discussion period, it became apparent that compared to Japan, Finland 
was advanced in an art education system whereby men and women were 
equal. Finnish women won the right to vote and stand for election in 
1906, while Japanese women did not enjoy this right until 1945. This fact 
alone indicates that from an earlier period Finnish society recognized the 
importance of gender equality. However, it is clear that in the late 19th to 
early 20th century, women in both countries still found it extremely difficult 
to establish themselves as independent artists and gain social recognition 
as such.
 A reconsideration of women artists is currently underway in Finland 
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and regardless of the latest research by Finnish art historians, with the 
exception of the Helene Schjerfbeck retrospective held in 2015-2016, 
there has been almost no introduction of the achievements of these artists 
to audiences in Japan. As a result, the symposium’s advancement of the 
understanding of Finnish culture and art in Japan was also epoch-making 
in terms of international gender studies. Further, the symposium provided 
an opportunity for Japanese and Finnish scholars and curators, who have 
very little contact otherwise, to learn about each other’s research and 
exchange views. These factors made the symposium eminently suitable as 
a project commemorating the centennial of the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between Japan and Finland, and we can hope that this will lead 
to the further development of research and cultural exchange between the 
two countries.
 
